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Abstract 
War and violent conflict have always caused uprooting of families and 
displacement within and across boarders in search of safer grounds. However, 
human displacement and the security of refugees continue to be underprioritized 
matters within practices and theories of international security. This study 
investigates the insecurities of refugees from the subjugated position of women in 
one of the world’s largest refugee camps and asks how we may understand the 
continued failure to facilitate security for women in forced displacement. From a 
feminist perspective and through a multilevel and multidimensional concept of 
security I find interrelated factors of different types of violence harming women’s 
bodies and scope of freedom and independency. Reaching through the spheres of 
international and national, public and private, I identify underlying and related 
factors connected to the inadequate facilitation of security, showing how 
insufficient NGO funding, lack of local ownership, international discourse and 
national security politics link directly to the many insecurities faced by women 
fleeing war and disasters. 
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1 Introduction 
Human displacement has been a consequence of war and conflicts within and 
between societies through all time. Uprooting of homes, escape from violence and 
search for a better and safer home for one’s family is a continuous phenomenon in 
history, meanwhile the want to regulate, control and define different types of 
migration is a modern concept emerged in the twentieth century (Newman, 2003, 
pp. 3-4). Life as a refugee brings dangers and struggles, as vulnerable and 
unstable everyday lives, dependency of foreign aid, and extreme insecurity 
(Freedman, 2015, p. 1). Human displacement is not only a consequence of conflict 
but brings new patterns of violence and suffering. It becomes a system of injury in 
itself, often dominating the lives of refugees for years and even decades. As we 
explore the events of war as a greater system of violence affecting lives across 
spatial and temporal dimensions the crisis of the millions of refugees in the world 
today, becomes not only a humanitarian crisis but a reflection of the global and 
multilayered dimensions of contemporary conflicts.  
More than 65 million people are in forced displacement today, of which 22,5 
million are registered as refugees (UNHCR, 2017b). It is estimated that women 
make up approximately half of this number although no precis statistics exist due 
to undocumented refugees and inadequate registration (Freedman, 2015, p. 12). 
Just as the gendered face of war and militarization creates consequences for 
women, life as refugees entails a multitude of gendered insecurities. Aware of this 
issue the UN Refugee Agency published in 1991 the “Guidelines on the 
Protection of Refugee Women”, dedicated to educate and provide better 
protection for women in displacement. Through the years it has been updated to 
the current UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls of 2008. It 
reads: 
“Today, women and girls everywhere still face greater obstacles claiming and 
enjoying their rights than do men and boys. Displacement generally exacerbates 
these inequalities, as does a tendency to focus on human rights abuses in public, 
rather than private, spheres. Gender inequality is at the heart of sexual and 
gender-based violence. To prevent SGBV we must therefore put an end to such 
inequalities.” (UNHCR, 2008)  
 
Today, decades after the issue was initially addressed, NGO’s still call out the 
need for action and protection as refugee women continue to face gender-based 
challenges, violence, abuse, exploitation and sexual violence, meanwhile funding 
and commitment to these issues remains shockingly low (WRC, 2016a). 
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Informed by this issue this research aims to investigate how women in refugee 
camps continue to face insecurities of gender-based violence and suppression 
despite the evident awareness and intention of the organizations running and 
facilitating the camps. By applying the framework of feminist security to the case 
of Dadaab refugee camp, one of the largest camps in the world, I aim to unpack 
overt and underlying factors of the insecurities women face in displacement.  
As my findings are built on just a limited selection of the hundreds of thousands 
lives stranded in the Kenyan desert, my modest hope with the research is to 
contribute to the much needed attention to the issues of women’s lives in the sites 
of forced displacement and to the security of refugees in global politics. 
1.1 Research question and purpose 
The research question of my thesis is: 
 
How can we analyze the failure of refugee camps to facilitate security for 
women? 
From a feminist perspective, how can we analyze and understand 1) the 
insecurities women in refugee camps face, and 2) the underlying factors 
connected to the inadequate facilitation of security in refugee camps? 
 
The purpose of my research is twofold as I by analyzing insecurities and 
underlying factors aim to contribute to 1) the issue of the concrete struggles that 
millions of women in displacement face today, and 2) the wider discourse in 
international relations (IR), where the matter of human displacement and the 
following consequences for human security far too long have been considered a 
humanitarian issue rather than a prioritized matter of security. 
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2  Theory and previous research 
The concept of security has many interpretations. Security is at the core of the 
study of international relations, as we aim towards safety from threats and the 
survival of human beings (Sheehan, 2005, p. 1). But how do we approach this 
goal? And for whom? In order to reach from the realm of international security in 
global politics and into the lives of some of the world’s most subjugated people, I 
will use the framework of feminist theory.  
2.1 Feminist theory 
The gendered perspective of feminist theory in IR concerns the symbolic 
characteristics of “feminine” and “masculine” gender and the social hierarchy 
based on this understanding shaping and constructing discourses and structures of 
the world we live in (Sjoberg, 2010, p. 3).  
While international politics traditionally are understood in masculine 
characteristics like power and autonomy, domestic and private spheres are 
connected with feminine characteristics and issues (Peoples & Vaughan-Williams, 
2010, pp. 39-40). This dichotomy reflects in the gendered roles of the protector 
and the protected (Sheehan, 2005, p. 126) with the masculine, autonomous, heroic 
protector and the feminine, dependent and vulnerable object of protection. While 
men fight for their country, strategize and provide security on international level, 
women (and children) are the vulnerable object in need of protection, located 
within the state borders. 
The dichotomies of masculine/feminine, public/private, strong/vulnerable, 
international/domestic can all be understood as gendered dynamics constructed 
and reinforced by the patriarchal context of our society. Feminist theory 
problematize the gendered binary structures and break down the separation of the 
different spheres (Peoples & Vaughan-Williams, 2010, p. 40). J. Ann Tickner 
explains how the “[h]egemonic masculinity is sustained through its opposition to 
various subordinated and devaluated masculinities, such as homosexuality, and, 
more important, through its relation to various devalued femininities” (Tickner, 
1992, p. 6). The binary dichotomies must be challenged, by analyzing how they 
operate in different contexts and seeking to displace their hierarchical construction 
(ibid., p. 8). Cynthia Enloe also challenges the binary dichotomy by applying the 
feminist notion of ‘the personal as political’ to international politics (2014, pp. 
327-329) and is thus undermining the existing idea of private sphere as irrelevant 
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to the study of security and advocates private matters of unequal social relations 
and patriarchal structures as issues of international politics (Peoples & Vaughan-
Williams, 2010, p. 38). As the discourses of international politics and the way we 
are socialized to understand gender are closely parallel, we need to address the 
gendered hierarchical constructions and the power dynamics they create to avoid 
maintaining and reproducing the relationships of domination and subordination 
(Tickner, 1992, p. 9).   
The framework of feminist theory will thus provide an analysis across the 
power dynamics of gendered hierarchy and the binary distinctions of 
public/private, international/domestic and political/personal, allowing a deeper 
understanding of insecurity from the subjugated position of women. 
Feminist theory have many different directions and perspectives, as e.g. 
Tickner and Enloe are located in different approaches (Peoples & Vaughan-
Williams, 2010, p. 40) which I will not fully elaborate in this paper. My 
perspective in this research will be from a post-modern and post-positivist 
understanding of feminism where I consider gender and gendered hierarchies as 
social constructs, and feminist perspective as a tool to make the often-invisible 
patriarchal structures visible, while including an intersectional perspective being 
aware of other attributes like race, class, sexuality, context-bound factors and 
subjective experience (Sheehan, 2005, p. 122). 
2.1.1 Feminist security studies 
So how may we understand the concept of security through gendered lenses and 
across the power dynamics of gender hierarchies?  
Traditionally the concept of security has been interpreted as “national 
security”, understood through the theory of realist IR as a matter concerning 
primarily military power used to protect the sovereign nation state from other 
nation states (Sheehan, 2005, pp. 5-6). Feminist theory challenges this perspective 
by expanding the concept and addressing the inadequacy of the state-centered 
understanding of security, as formulated in the work of J. Ann Tickner in 1988 
(Tickner, 2014, pp. 8-10). Feminist argue that real-world events are not 
adequately addressed by the genderblind accounts in global politics and that 
gender is not just a subsection to security analysis, but conceptually, empirically 
and normatively essential to understand international security (Sjoberg, 2010, p. 
2).  
According the reports from Amnesty International women are particularily 
vulnerable during armed conflicts, to atrocities like death, abuse, mutilation, rape, 
systematic rape as part of warfare, and displacement (Sheehan, 2005, p. 125). 
Experiences from Bosnia, Afghanistan and Congo also show that the population, 
especially women are more at risk of harm done by armed forced of their own 
country than of their neighbours (ibid.). Furthermore data suggest that state 
budget incresing military spending on the cost of other budget posts are also more 
likely to impact women negatively, especially low-income and/or non-white 
women, compared to men (ibid., pp. 128-129). 
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By breaking down the separation of public/private, and international/domestic, 
feminist theory allows us to connect violence and insecurity across spheres. When 
women in militarized societies are far more vulnerable to rape and sexual violence 
we see a connection between international violence of military actions and 
increased individual violence in private spheres (Peoples & Vaughan-Williams, 
2010, p. 40).  
When the civil population is vulnerable to violence committed by military 
forces of their own country and to the opportunity cost of increased military 
budget, we see how the state itself can be a threat to the security of the population. 
This challenges the assumed position of the protector and protected and further 
emphazises the inadequacy of the simplistic state-centric understanding of 
security seen in realist IR (Sheehan, 2005, p. 125). By analysing violence across 
dimensions and spheres, feminist theory thus allow us to see the interrelations 
between all types of violence and violent structures and interchange the postions 
of threat and referent object when analysing matters of security. 
Furthermore the feminist understanding of security, through  the theory of care 
ethics show how the provision of care as a fundamental component to all lives and 
relations is a matter of security. Fiona Robinson argue “the continuity of life and a 
sense of security in people’s day-to-day lives are impossible without relations and 
networks of care and responsibility” (Robinson, 2011, p. 44) and relationals and 
practices of care are thus central to human security (Robinson, 2011, pp. 161-
162). 
 
Where other critical security perspectives address the need to broaden the 
concept of security beyond the military domain, to include economic, societal, 
environmental and political threats and extending referent objects to more than 
just the nation state (Sheehan, 2005, pp. 44, 76), feminist security further stretches 
the concept of security across the gender hierarchy and spheres of public and 
private. This approach provides not only a broader but a multidimensional 
analysis of security. Feminist theory define the concept of security in a multilevel 
and multidimensional understanding, including security threats of not only 
warfare but structural and indirect violence, domestic violence, rape, poverty, 
environmental degradation, gender subordination, inadequate provision of care 
and disruption of care relations and practices (Sjoberg, 2010, pp. 4-5; Sheehan, 
2005, pp. 123-124; Tickner, 1992, pp. 127-128; Robinson, 2011, pp. 161-162). As 
the unjust structures of the gender hierachy comprehends as structural violence, 
the gender hierarchy itself is understood as a matter of insecurity and that “truly 
comprehensive security cannot be achieved until the gender relations of 
domination and subordination are eliminated” (Tickner, 1992, pp. 23). A feminist 
understanding of security further includes the argument that the degree to which 
individuals experience threat varies accoring to their economic, political, social 
and/or personal circumstances (Sheehan, 2005, pp. 127-128) emphasizing the 
concept of security as a social construct and subjective experience. 
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2.2 Refugees, gender, and security  
Through all time, conflict between and within societies have caused human 
displacement. The want to regulate migration and the creation of the granted 
status of being a refugee was developed in the twentieth century as means of 
protection and control of territorial borders. The concepts of refugees and asylum 
systems as we know them are thus modern constructs, created in a discourse of 
national security (Newman, 2003, pp. 3-4). 
Fleeing conflict has different implications for women and men. Rape and 
sexual violence towards refugee women is a widespread phenomenon and a great 
risk for women, both during conflict in their country of origin, during journey and 
in the host country where refugees seek shelter (Freedman, 2015, p. 26; Mertus, 
2004, pp. 257-258). In addition to sexual violence, women also face other 
gendered challenges as refugees. Women are often the primary caretaker of 
children while also the care of elderly and people with disabilities often rely on 
the women in the community, increasing their responsibility and work load 
(Freedman, 2015, p. 26; Mertus, 2004, p. 258). In refugee camps women often 
face challenges concerning logistics and administration of daily tasks. As the 
camps generally are not designed prioritizing the needs of the refugee residents, 
collection of everyday necessities like water, food rations, and firewood, and 
conditions of sanitation may create unsafe and dangerous situations for women 
(Freedman, 2015, pp. 35-36). 
Gender roles and impacts of gender hierarchy are very visible in the 
challenges of refugees. Albeit the concrete insecurities women refugees face, the 
structure of gendered characteristics also impacts their role as refugees, possibly 
portraying the women more vulnerable and powerless then they are (ibid., p. 20) 
which is evident in the practice that women often count in same category as 
children in refugee statistics (ibid., p. 22). Gender roles in displacement also affect 
men, as they are not able to take the traditional breadwinner role in the family and 
might be unwilling to take on other tasks like childcare and housework, causing 
frustration and increased violence. The disruption of gender roles and family 
structures together with the absence of social community and the general 
experiences of violent conflict are considered the main causes to the increase of 
domestic violence in refugee camps (ibid., pp. 37-38).  
 
Of previous research of women in refugee camps, a study from 1992 found 
that years of living in refugee camps did not change the subjugated position of 
women but rather reinforced the subordination and made them more isolated and 
vulnerable (ibid., p. 37). In Dadaab refugee camp Wachter, et al. conducted a 
quantitative study identifying drivers of intimate partner violence in refugee 
camps, with Dadaab refugee camp as one of three cases (Wachter, et al., 2018). 
The study showed women in all camps reported experiences of physical, 
emotional and sexual violence, control of behavior and movements, and financial 
and material neglect. Interrelated factors of gendered social norms and roles, 
destabilization of gender norms and roles, men’s substance use, women’s 
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separation from family, and rapid remarriages and forced marriage was found as 
main causes to intimate partner violence (ibid., pp. 293-299). Another study was 
conducted in Dadaab on feasibility and acceptability of universal screening for 
gender-based violence. The study found that a high percentage of female refugees 
consented to participate when offered the screening and concluded that a universal 
screening protocol is both feasible and an effective way for health care and 
service providers in humanitarian settings to assist women exposed to gender-
based violence. However, the study also found that securing private spaces in the 
busy health clinics was important and necessary in order to offer a safe and 
confidential service to the women (Vu, et al., 2017). Allyson Krupar also did a 
number of studies from Dadaab refugee camp on how NGO-led education and 
programs can empower women (Krupar, 2016; Krupar & Prins, 2016). 
 
In the context of traditional international security, issues of refugees and 
human displacement are generally not considered as central issues (Newman, 
2003, pp. 7-8). A great majority of the worlds displaced people remain in Third 
World countries without the possibility or resources to travel west. While rich 
countries in the West contribute to UNHCR and other refugee agencies, the main 
cost of hosting refugees and displaced people rely on the worlds poorer states 
(Freedman, 2015, p. 3). By using the framework of feminist security, I wish to 
draw two arguments on the issue of refugees and security in global politics; 1) that 
matters of international security is not limited to the international level but work 
across spheres and into individual lives as well, and 2) that matters of individual 
insecurities interrelated to international politics thus should be a legitimate and 
prioritized matter of international security as well. When debating security and 
refugee flows, refugees are often directly or indirectly perceived as the threat 
rather than a referent object, culturally, economically or in relation to terrorist 
recruitment (Loescher, 2003, pp. 32-38). However, the theory of feminist security 
will allow me to analyze and understand the insecurities of refugee women, 
operating across international, national and individual levels and through the 
dimensions of gendered dichotomies.  
2.3 Definition of insecurity 
Informed by feminist theory and the multidimensional understanding of 
security I define insecurity of women as direct, indirect and structural violence 
harming bodies and agency of freedom and independency.  
As I chose a broad and multilevel definition of insecurity I am aware of the 
wide scope of what can be understood as a matter of insecurity, like the global 
uneven distribution of wealth and historical structures of unjust gender relations. I 
will in my research primarily focus on the insecurities connected to the concept of 
refugee camps and life within them, though being aware of the inevitable 
interrelation of security factors in our globalized world.  
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3 Method and research design 
In accordance with my research question I will seek to identify and analyze 1) the 
insecurities women in refugee camps face, and 2) underlying and related factors, 
in order to gain a deeper understanding of the inadequate facilitation of security in 
refugee camps. By applying the framework of feminist theory, I will investigate 
insecurities of direct, indirect and structural violence harming bodies and agency 
of freedom and independence, and analyze the interrelatedness of factors across 
the spheres of international politics, national and organizational implementation 
and individual experiences.  
In order to do so, I have chosen a single case study of the Dadaab refugee 
camp in Kenya, using qualitative and quantitative data on the lives and 
experiences of the camp residents, agency staff and researchers. 
 
A case can be defined as an “instance of class of events” investigated with the 
aim of developing theory or generic knowledge regarding causes of similarities 
and differences of other instances within the same class of events (George – 
Bennet, 2005:17-18). The case of Dadaab refugee camp can thus be understood as 
an instance of women in displacement facing insecurities which this research by 
providing a deeper understanding of can produce generic knowledge of, which in 
turn can be useful in other cases of women in displacement. The method of case 
study allows a case to be examined in detail while also being situated in a 
comparative context where concepts, arguments, theories and findings are 
relevant to other similar cases and thus not only create meaning for the case in 
question but for a general phenomenon (Halperin & Heath, 2017, p. 214). As the 
threats to the safety of refugee women is considered a general issue for refugee 
women everywhere, by NGO’s like UNHCR (2008) and Women’s Refugee 
Commission (2016a), the case of the insecurities women face in Dadaab refugee 
camp is highly relevant in the comparative context of refugee women all over the 
world. Hence my research aim to be relevant and significant to the current 
security issues for women in refugee camps, and within the field of political 
science by engaging in the wider contemporary debate on refugees, the gendered 
social hierarchy and the security of human lives.  
The choice of a single case study will allow me to obtain a deeper 
understanding of factors related to the issue and to conduct a research with a 
stronger conceptual validity without confusing factors of context across cases 
(George & Bennet, 2005, p. 19). As cultural specific context-bound 
understandings of security as well as the stigma and taboo of sexual violence will 
be a challenge to the collection and interpretation of material to this research, I 
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will argue that the method of intensive one-case-study with strong conceptual 
validity within the given context thus provide the best possible option to 
investigate the complexity of these factors. 
 
3.1 Material 
Informed by the feminist understanding of security as a subjective experience 
I will in my collection of empirical data use the subjective position of the women 
in question as far as possible, in order to gain a context-bound understanding and 
interpretation with respect to the agency and situation of the affected women. 
The empirical data consists of different types of qualitative and quantitative 
material. By using different types of data, so called triangulation of information, I 
can ensure to cover multiple aspects of the same phenomenon and thereby provide 
a stronger validity in my research (Höglund & Öberg, 2011, p. 7).  
In my research I use official reports and data from relevant NGO’s and 
ethnographic material. Reports and data from the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) 
and Women’s Commission of Refugees (WCR), Amnesty International, Refugee 
Consortium of Kenya (RCK), CARE and Human Rights Watch provide overview, 
interviews and statistics on the matter of women and security in Dadaab refugee 
camp. 
For more in-depth and experience-orientated data I use ethnographic material 
from studies carried out by Patricia Buck & Rachel Silver, and Ben Rawlence. 
Patricia Buck and Rachel Silver did fieldwork in Dadaab refugee camp in 2007 
and 2008 as a part of a larger study of education of Muslim refugee women and 
girls (Buck & Silver, 2012, pp. 8-9). Their study, including findings and 
experiences from Dadaab is published as the book “Educated for Change? Muslim 
Refugee Women in the West” (2012) and in “Refugee, Immigrants, and Education 
in the Global South” (2013). Ben Rawlence is a former researcher for Human 
Rights Watch in the Horn of Africa and documented personal stories of residents 
in Dadaab from 2011-2015, through first- and second-hand sources. His stories 
are published in the book “City of Thorns: Nine Lives in the World’s Largest 
Refugee Camp” (2017). 
 
Collection of material will be limited to experiences and data from within a 
ten-year period of 2007-2017 and within the grounds of Dadaab refugee camp. 
The timeframe is chosen in order to include sufficient material for analysis and to 
include most recent measures against the insecurity of women refugees and the 
changing tides of refugee influx and agency funding. 
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3.1.1 Awareness of bias and agency 
As my material primarily consists of secondary sources I recognize the 
possible presence of different agendas and perspectives that may bias the 
information presented from the source. Though I wish to let the women of Dadaab 
speak for themselves and their subjective experience, recording of this kind of in 
depth firsthand information is not possible within the scope of this research. 
Ethnographic material like stories and narratives can be great in detail and give a 
greater insight in reasons, motivation and underlying structures, but can also be 
prone to subjective and biased interpretations of the author (Möller, 2011, pp. 75, 
83). I will continuously be conscious of the different possible bias and positions in 
secondary sources (Dulic, 2011, pp. 37-39; Möller, 2011, pp. 74-76) throughout 
my research and analysis and be aware of the agency and subjective experiences 
of the women in question.  
 
3.2 Case selection 
The choice of Dadaab refugee camp as case is based on two factors. First, as the 
camp is one of the largest in the world and has existed for more than 25 years it 
makes a suitable case to investigate measures and intentions put into action by 
NGO's concerning the issue of women’s security. In investigation of the failure to 
facilitate security, the permanent and somewhat stable character of Dadaab 
refugee camp makes it a case more suitable for understanding underlying and 
long-term factors compared to smaller refugee camp of more recent or urgent 
origin. Second, the high number of refugee residents makes the possible amount 
of available data on experiences and interaction of refugees and NGO’s greater.  
As the issue of gender-based insecurities is documented as a general problem 
for people in displacement (UNHCR, 2008; WRC, 2016a), I will argue my choice 
of case is less sensitive to selection bias and lack of representativeness, as Dadaab 
does not represent an extreme value on the dependent variable (the matter I wish 
to investigate) compared to other relevant cases (George & Bennet, 2005, pp. 22-
24, 30-31). 
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3.3 Operationalization 
Aiming to grasp the concept of context-bound insecurities and investigate 
underlying and related factors, while producing findings useful and relatable to 
other cases, I have chosen a structured and systematic operationalization as used 
in comparative case studies. 
Whether doing a single or multiple case study, using a comparative 
operationalization of “general questions” to the case(s) allows for a systematic 
data compilation and analysis (George & Bennet, 2005, p. 86). By doing so, I can 
provide a systematic and structured approach to the research, to allow better 
validity and intersubjectivity and create a simple and transparent framework for 
my research, possible to apply to other cases across time and space. “General 
questions” must reflect the theoretical framework and “should be applicable to all 
cases within the class or subclass of events with which the study is concerned” 
(ibid.). By using this operationalization, I can thus design a research model 
relevant and applicable to other cases of women in post-conflict displacement. In 
the operationalization of this case I will use a set of indicators, functioning as 
general questions structuring the data collection. The indicators will be grounded 
in the employed theory and definition of feminist security. 
3.3.1 Indicators of insecurity 
To structure the investigation of insecurities, defined as direct, indirect and 
structural violence harming bodies and scope of freedom and independency for 
women, the indicators in my research will be: 
 
1. Direct violence to women’s bodies. This indicator concerns physical violence. 
 
2. Indirect violence to women’s bodies. This indicator concerns other factors causing 
harm to the body, like hunger, illness and insanitary conditions. This includes lack of 
receiving care and lack of opportunity to provide care in accordance with the theory of 
care ethics.  
 
3. Structural violence against women. This indicator concerns structures of gendered, 
ethnic and social unjust relations leading to increased bodily violence and/or 
decreased scope of freedom and independency.  
 
By investigating these indicators in the case of Dadaab refugee camp I aim to gain 
a deeper understanding of the insecurities women face. All experiences found 
through the indicators will in turn be analyzed as to how they interrelate across the 
spheres of international, national and individual levels and through the dimensions 
of gendered dichotomies in accordance with the theoretical framework, 
identifying underlying and related factors to the inadequate facilitation of security 
in Dadaab refugee camp. 
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4 Background: Dadaab Refugee Camp 
Dadaab refugee camp is located in Northern Kenya approximately 80 kilometers 
from the Somalian border (Buck & Silver, 2012, p. 64) and was established in 
1991 to house refugees fleeing the civil war in Somalia. While initially build to 
house 90,000 refugees it has since been expanded to a complex of four camps, 
housing almost half a million refugees at its peak (CARE, 2012). Of January 2018 
the population of the camp was 235,265 registered refugees (UNHCR, 2018a) and 
an unknown number of unregistered refugees (Nyamori, 2018). Dadaab is mainly 
populated by Somalian refugees (Amnesty International, 2016c, p. 4; Buck & 
Silver, 2012, p. 63) and is often referred to as the world’s largest refugee camp as 
it was for many years. Though by 2018 it is outnumbered by refugee camps in 
Bangladesh (Sengupta & Fountain, 2018). Dadaab refugee camp is run by 
UNHCR with partnering agencies like CARE, Save the Children and World Food 
Programme (WFP) (Buck & Silver, 2012, pp. 63-64). Most refugees live in tents 
and huts constructed from brush gathered from the surrounding bush (ibid.), while 
the agencies have their own compounds fenced off and protected from the rest of 
the camp (Rawlence, 2017, p. 34). 
In administration of the camp, UNHCR have arranged a democracy-like structure 
of refugee block leaders forming a council with decision-making authority and an 
elected chairman and chairlady for each camp, who oversee the efforts of the 
block leaders (Buck & Silver, 2012, p. 84). The UNHCR policy on women and 
gender is visible in programming initiatives, gender-focused recruitment for 
school and incentive work, community education, campaigns warning against 
gender-based and sexual violence, and more (Buck & Silver, 2012, p. 86). Many 
refugees have spent decades of their lives in Dadaab while the protracted conflict 
in Somalia continues and the refugees’ chances for resettlement to other countries 
are small (Rawlence, 2017, pp. 158-159; Dadaab Stories, 2013). 
The conflict in Somalian has lasted more than two decades with ongoing 
violence between the terrorist organization Al-Shabaab, violent clan-militias, 
government forces and the peacekeeping mission AMISOM, operated by the 
African Union with mandate from the UN Security Council (Amnesty 
International, 2016c, p. 20; AMISON, 2018). Additionally, the region has suffered 
severe drought and famine in 2010-2011 and continues to be at high risk of 
famine (UNHCR, 2017a). Until 2016 all Somalian refugees in Kenya were 
accepted as prima facie refugees, granting them refugee status as a group based on 
their nationality alone (Amnesty International, 2016c, p. 10). 
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5 Life in Dadaab Refugee Camp 
In order to simplify the presentation of insecurities on different levels and of 
specific events, the empirical data will be divided in four parts; everyday life, the 
crisis of 2011-2012, cultural context, and UNHCR and Kenyan politics, though 
most factors of insecurity interrelate across these divisions. 
5.1 Everyday Life 
Most data sources account of severe violence, crime and sexual violence in 
Dadaab (RCK, 2012, p. 40; Rawlence, 2017, p. 36; CARE, 2012). Accurate and 
general statistics on rape and gender-based violence have not been found, but the 
phenomenon is present and common in most accounts from the camp. During one 
of the most violent periods, accounts from Ben Rawlence work show that 
estimated 1 in 3 women were attacked (2017, p. 218). In a survey conducted by 
Refugee Consortium of Kenya (RCK) in 2012 of 761 refugees in Dadaab (62% 
female, 38% male), 14% of the respondents said they had been exposed to gender-
based violence and 31% said they knew somebody who had been exposed to 
gender-based violence (RCK, 2012, pp. 10, 16). It is not clarified how many of 
the positive respondents were women. According to the report most sexual 
violence goes unpunished (ibid., p. 11). In the same survey 56% of all respondents 
replied that they felt unsafe in the camps, due to increase in bombs and IEDs 
(23%), due to presence of Al-Shabaab (13%), due to insufficient presence of 
police (10%), and/or threats posed by the police (11%) (ibid., p. 10). Most reports 
and available data on concrete security threats are conducted in the aftermath of 
the crisis in 2011, making it difficult to estimate the experienced security before 
and after. However, no accounts tell of the security level ever being good or 
sufficient. A primary concern expressed by refugee families is protection-related 
concerns of sexual violence, recruitment for armed groups and trafficking out of 
camp, but also concerns of access to basic services of health care, food, water, and 
education of their children (ibid., p. 40). 
 
The refugees living in Dadaab are not allowed to leave to camp without a 
rarely granted permit and are not allowed work or do any kind of farming or 
agriculture (Buck & Silver, 2012, p. 67; Rawlence, 2017, p. 39). While most jobs 
in the camp and agencies are reserved for Kenyan citizens, refugees are allowed to 
do volunteer work, as “incentive workers” where they get paid a very small salary 
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(Rawlence, 2017, pp. 39-40, 94). The refugees therefor rely solely on the food 
rations distributed by UNHCR, and/or supplements from the black market if they 
have money to trade.  
Many accounts show data of inadequate supply of food and water. The food 
rations are distributed every two weeks and contained at the time of Buck and 
Silver’s fieldwork wheat flour and grains, pulses, salt, and vegetable oil. The 
rations should equal a minimum of 2100 calories per person per day but do not 
meet the aimed amount in reality (Buck & Silver, 2012, p. 65). Refugees 
interviewed in 2007-2008 tell of too small food rations and that the foods 
distributed often is difficult for the refugees to cook (ibid., pp. 103-104). Accounts 
from the work of Ben Rawlence tell of high levels of malnutrition and that the 
food rations which are supposed to last two weeks, on average were gone within 
ten days (2017, p. 118). According to reports from Amnesty International, the 
World Food Programme made cut backs in food supply by 30% in August 2015 
(2016c, p. 18) and again in 2017 (Nyamori, 2018).  
 
In addition to the short supply of food staples, means to cook the distributed 
food is also a challenge. In an interview with a senior program officer from 
Women’s Refugee Commission in 2010, refugee women told about the daily 
struggle of getting enough firewood to cook the food supplies they get distributed 
(Patrick, 2010). UNHCR distributes firewood, but according to the women the 
firewood is given every two months, but only last for five days. As the food 
supplies distributed to the refugees all consist of food items that need to be cooked 
before eating, like rice, flour, dried beans and corn, the refugees have no choice 
but to collect firewood from other places. When acquiring firewood, the refugees 
have two options; to buy it from other refugees who make a business from 
collecting and distributing firewood, or to go to the bushes outside of camp to 
collect it themselves. As most refugees do not have much or any money, trading 
for firewood usually means trading with the families’ food rations, which is 
already a scarce supply. In the interview with WRC a woman explains she wished 
she would be able to grow some vegetables on the small amount of land around 
her house in the camp, then she would have something else to trade for firewood 
(ibid.). Going to the bushes to collect firewood is hard and dangerous. The women 
have to walk hours in before finding any useful wood, as the nature around the 
camps is barren and walking in the heat is exhausting. Women are at high risk of 
gender-based violence, including kidnapping and rape while travelling to the 
bushes outside camp (WRC, 2016b, p. 1) and tell that they usually go in groups to 
minimize the danger (Patrick, 2010). Preparation of food is considered the 
woman’s job in the household and the responsibility of getting firewood relies on 
the women. One women talking to the WRC told of a pregnant woman giving 
birth in the bushes as she went into labor while collecting firewood. Though 
heavily pregnant, her husband had told her to go anyway instead of going himself, 
according to the interviewed woman. Same source also shows accounts of married 
women who only secretly trade food rations for firewood, as they fear violence 
from their husbands if the husbands find out (ibid.). The high risk of sexual 
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assault for women collecting firewood was documented already in 1996 but has 
remained an issue without a solution (RCK, 2012, p. 40). 
 
Clean water is also in scarce supply. While the UNHCR minimum health 
standard is 20 liters per person per day, the refugees on average receive 16,32 
liters per person per day (Buck & Silver, 2012, p. 66). In the outskirts of the camp 
residents do not have running water or toilets, and get water distributed from a 
truck, 3 liters per person per day. However, the truck does not manage to reach all 
parts of the area every day (Rawlence, 2017, p. 112). Collection of water is also a 
task generally performed by women and/or children. Logistic administration of 
the hours for water allocation means that (female) children often miss school as 
they have to fetch water for their families (Buck & Silver, 2012, p. 66).  
A male Somalian block leader interviewed about CARE’s Water and 
Environmental Sanitation (Watesan) sector further told:  
 “There is water scarcity in many blocks. I am sure you have seen or have been 
told what is happening in blocks like D1 and D2. Sometimes people do not get 
enough water through day and night but on other times the taps run all night and 
stop in the morning (…)” 
“Considering the security level in the camp, which even though it is better than it 
used to be, cannot be said is safe. It is wrong to let the taps run at night and stop 
at day time. This is so bad for women who fetch most water for their families.” 
(Excerpts from interview in Buck & Silver, 2012, pp. 105-106).  
The block leader explained that the community leaders had had several 
meetings with the Watesan officials, but no action had been taken. The block 
leader believed the problems were caused by bad management, but rumors also 
said that refugee workers were stealing the petrol that was supposed to be used in 
the engines for the water supply (ibid.). 
 
Corruption and inadequate administration of food, water, healthcare and other 
basic necessities are present in several data sources. Data show corrupt and poorly 
administrated distribution of food rations (RCK, 2012, p. 41), medicine, and 
plastic tarps (Buck & Silver, 2012, pp. 64-66), registration of new arrivals and 
documentation of refugees (Rawlence, 2017, pp. 89-90) and in the process of 
resettlement (ibid., p. 193). 
 Corruption, scarcity and “illegal” trade with food and other basic items often 
have a double negative consequence for less resourceful families, as they cannot 
afford a bribe to acquire scarce necessities, and when distributed to them they 
either become vulnerable to theft and/or will resell items on the black marked as 
they desperately need money for other necessities. (Buck & Silver, 2012, pp. 64-
65). 
 
 
 
 
 
  16 
5.2 The Crisis of 2011–2012 
In 2011 more than 160,000 Somalian refugees came to Dadaab, some days 
more than 2,000 people in a day, due to famine in Southern Somalia (CARE, 
2012; Rawlence, 2017, p. 102). Half of the children and more than a third of the 
adults arriving from Somalia were seriously malnourished and the camps and 
camp hospitals were overflowing, agency staff worked day and night and the 
camp was crawling with journalists (Rawlence, 2017, pp. 102-103). 
From fall 2011 to early 2012 several kidnappings of NGO staff and attacks 
involving grenades and IED’s took place in Dadaab and other places in Kenya. 
(RCK, 2012, p. 43). These events, presumably carried out by Al-Shabaab, 
worsened the security in the camp and caused new struggles for the refugees. As 
the security for NGO staff was worsened, agencies pulled out people on the 
ground and most provided services was put on hold, including education, 
administration of resettlements, counselling, care for disabled people, incentive 
work generating income for refugees, and protection network (RCK, 2012, p. 43; 
Rawlence, 2017, p. 147). In the changing security climate, the Kenyan police 
forces started to fear the refugees, suspecting terrorism and complicity with Al-
Shabaab and refugees experienced increased violence, harassment, rape, 
vandalism and theft from the police officers (Human Rights Watch, 2012; 
Rawlence, 2017, pp. 166-169; RCK, 2012, pp. 44-45). When refugees reached out 
to the UN protection team for help, they were not able or willing to help as they 
were unable to leave to the UN compound during the shutdown of services 
(Rawlence, 2017, p. 169). Reports from CARE from 2012 show general increased 
insecurity in camp and reports of shootings, rape, murder, assault, gender-based 
violence, sexual assault, domestic violence, inter-ethnic and clan violence and 
assault against vulnerable people (CARE, 2012). When faced with the increased 
threat of explosions in the camp, accounts from Ben Rawlence work show of 
inadequate security measures and prioritization of refugee lives. On a meeting 
with the block leaders and UNHCR it was discussed how to keep the unprotected 
main road to Dadaab safe from bombs buried in the sand. Tarmacking of the roads 
and patrolling of the area was suggested, but the UNHCR had no budget for it. 
Instead it was arranged that volunteers, five women and five men from each camp 
would be patrolling the main road to camp and looking for IED’s. It was 
dangerous work that neither the police or NGO staff could do, and while the UN 
compound was further enforced with blast walls, new steel gates and razor wire, 
675 refugees took turn patrolling for bombs in the sand around the camp 
(Rawlence, 2017, p. 173).  
By the beginning of 2013 the media attention had decreased, agencies were 
leaving and UNHCR was running out of funding as the crisis in Syria intensified. 
The camps were overcrowded, overflowing with sewage, the new camp Ifo II was 
still without sufficient water supply and health clinics and the other hospitals were 
overcrowded. Meanwhile smuggling gangs were harassing the camps. Especially 
women were attacked and raped, according to Rawlence as many as one in three 
women. As the camps became increasingly unsafe refugees started planning to 
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leave the camp. Though Somalia was torn by war they felt it would be safer than 
staying in Dadaab (ibid., pp. 218-221, 229).  
5.3 Cultural Context 
 
It is estimated that 97% of Somalian women have undergone female circumcision, 
also known as Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) (Buck & Silver, 2012, p. 66). 
During Buck and Silvers fieldwork they come in contact with the girl Aman 
who reaches out to them as she and her siblings face an impending procedure of 
FGM. Despite resentment from their extended family, Aman and her siblings 
were not circumcised and did not wish to undergo the procedure. However, as 
their mother was now sick and unable to protect them, their aunt was on her way 
to Dadaab to circumcise the girls against their will (ibid., pp. 175-176). Patricia 
Buck tried to help Aman, contacting the agencies in the camp, but it was not easy 
to get them to react on the case. The staff at Gender and Development sector of 
CARE did not believe that Aman had not already undergone FGM but thought 
that she was lying. A staff member disregard her story saying that “he knew of 
every uncircumcised girl in [the local camp] and furthermore, could identify a 
girl’s status by her walk and behavior.” (ibid. p. 178). When referred to the testing 
center with her case Aman was met by a male Somalian incentive worker, as the 
female head counselor of the center was not available. The incentive worker 
scolded Aman when reading her case for the appointment, telling her she should 
be shameful to report such a case, warned her not to tell anyone else and closed 
the case. Insistently, with help from Buck, Aman got in touch with the female 
head counselor, who also refrained from taking serious action and the case was 
further prolonged. At the aunt’s arrival Aman was panicking but still not receiving 
any help or assistance when contacting the CARE staff or UNHCR protection 
officers. Only by the action and help from Buck, Aman was finally examined at 
the hospital to verify her uncircumcised status and moved to a protected area with 
her siblings (ibid., pp. 175-179). 
 
Social positions of marriage and relationships are also highly influenced by 
cultural tradition. In the ethnographic material of Ben Rawlence, he meets the 
woman Muna who came to Dadaab when she was only 6 months old (2017, p. 
95). Muna escaped a forced marriage, causing outrage and shame in her husbands 
and her own family. Facing threats and violence Muna left her child with her 
mother and got an incentive job within the UN compound which required the 
workers to sleep on site. This way, behind the fences and barbed wire protecting 
the UN compound, Muna could keep safe from her violent husband and his family 
(ibid., pp. 96-97). In the UN compound Muna met Monday, a Christian Sudanese 
refugee who also had lived in Kenyan refugee camps most of his life (ibid., p. 93). 
Muna became pregnant and the cross-cultural relationship caused outrage among 
the Somalians. The Somali people working with Muna and Monday put pressure 
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on Muna to get an abortion and Monday faced death threats and attempts to kill 
him. Eventually they were sent away from the job in the UN compound as the 
company they worked for did not want the responsibility for the threats and 
possible violence. Throughout her pregnancy Muna suffered several violent 
attacks and death threats from the Somalian community, including her own 
family, and from the Somalian nurses at the hospital where their baby was to be 
delivered (ibid., pp. 97-101, 104-105). After a violent attack where Muna was 
beaten, she went into labor. Due to the threat from the Somalian people working 
at the hospital for refugees, the manager from the company Muna and Monday 
worked for in the UN compound, had extraordinarily arranged for her to give birth 
at the health center for Kenyan citizens working in Dadaab, to keep her and the 
new born safe (ibid., p. 105). Muna, Monday and their children continued to face 
harassment and violence, even after being moved to a safer closed off area for 
refugees at risk (ibid., pp. 108-109, 201-202). The protection and help Muna and 
Monday received were mainly provided by individuals, like their previous 
employer in the UN compound, and people in the Sudanese community. The 
UNHCR were responsible for moving them to the safer area of camp but were still 
not able to keep them safe from intruders. 
 
During their fieldwork Buck and Silver found that a substantial segment of the 
Somalian refugee population has developed a distinct oppositionality to the 
UNHCR (2012, p. 93). When asked about the UNHCR campaigns for women’s 
rights and against FGM and oppression of women, a Somalian man answered: 
“Yes, I have seen them. They are there, but they are doing [it] for their own 
interest not the interest of the girls or women…. There is the NCCK [a Christian 
organization working in Dadaab] from the church of Kenya. They have hidden 
agendas. CARE also has many offices for such programmes for girls and women. 
Many other foreigners, i.e. White men and women. Some from the [Somali] 
community, they are doing [it] for their incentive [pay].” (ibid., p. 95) 
This segment of the population advocates for a traditional and strict 
interpretation of custom law and Islam as to counterbalance the agenda of the 
UNHCR. According to the findings of Buck and Silver, this traditionalist segment 
in Dadaab in its opposition to NGO politics in many ways practice a more 
fundamentalist interpretation of Islam than what is practiced in Somalia (ibid., p. 
93). In this polarity between NGO values and traditionalism, particularly women’s 
choices to e.g. enroll in educational programs, constitute a significant move away 
from traditionalism and towards NGO values (ibid., pp. 108-109), which can have 
social and cultural consequences.  
According to accounts from Ben Rawlence work, UNHCR’s democratic and 
gender mainstreaming policies creates a disturbance of the traditional power 
structures and leave the men feeling emasculated. The social structures of male-
dominated clans lose their organizing role and the men are unable to remain in a 
position as providers for their families. This disruption causes increase in rape and 
domestic violence as the men seek to regain a position of power by controlling 
women (Rawlence, 2017, p. 207). 
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5.4 UNHCR and Kenyan politics 
The political discourse in Kenya have generally been hostile against refugees. 
Kenya have abdicated almost all responsibility of the refugees to the UNHCR, 
giving the agency unusual autonomy and authority over almost all refugee care, 
including declaration or refusal of refugee status, provision of housing, food, 
education, sanitation and water (Buck & Silver, 2012, pp. 67-68). UNHCR do not 
have authority to extend the camp without permission of the Kenyan government. 
In 2011 UNHCR had been pushing the Kenyan government to complete and open 
the new camp Ifo II for two years as the existing camps in Dadaab were 
overcrowded (Amnesty International, 2011). After the massive influx of refugees 
more than 70.000 refugees lived outside the formal camp, without toilets or 
running water, waiting on access to the new camp (Rawlence, 2017, p. 112).  
While refugees living in Dadaab were already prohibited for leaving camp and 
restrained from integrating in Kenyan society, Kenyan government further 
decided in 2012 that all refugees and asylum seekers, no matter residence at the 
time, were to be placed in camps, causing further overcrowding as Somalian 
refugees from Nairobi and other urban areas were moved to Dadaab (Amnesty 
International, 2012). The forced encampment was highly debated and according to 
Amnesty International an unlawful restriction on freedom of movement but was 
continuously enforced as a matter of protecting national security (Amnesty 
International, 2014). 
 
In May 2016 Kenyan government decided to close Dadaab refugee camp, 
demanding the 260,000 Somalian residents at the time to return to Somalia 
through a so called voluntary repatriation process before November 30th, 2016 
(Amnesty International, 2016c, p. 4). A return package of 400,60 US dollars per 
person was offered to the refugees estimated to support each individual for 6 
months, an amount of money that far exceeds the support provided for refugees 
living in Dadaab (ibid., p. 18). Most refugees did not want to leave as they did not 
feel Somalia was safe, in a survey by Médecins Sans Frontières 86% of refugees 
stated that neither they nor their family wanted to return to Somalia due to 
security concerns, including fear of forced recruitment by armed groups, and the 
lack of health care and other services available (ibid., p. 5). The closing date of 
Dadaab was first delayed and in February 2017 the decision was ruled illegal by 
the High Court of Kenya, calling the order discriminatory and amounted of 
collective punishment (Amnesty International, 2017). Subsequent to the ruling the 
Kenyan government have denied refugees registration and identity documents, 
which is now being administered by the Kenyan Refugee Affairs Secretariat, and 
it was estimated by November 2017 that 5,400 Somalians were living unregistered 
in Dadaab. Local NGO’s estimate the number to be even higher. Without 
registration the Somalian refugees do not have access to food, shelter and medical 
care and risk arrest, confinement, fines and deportation as illegal immigrants 
(Nyamori, 2018).  
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6 Analysis 
How may we understand the insecurities of women in Dadaab in a feminist 
analysis across the dimensions of international and national, public and private? 
Through the collection of empirical data, we see insecurities of both direct, 
indirect and structural violence harming women’s bodies and scope of freedom 
and independency. In accordance with the theoretical framework I will in this 
analysis unpack how the insecurities interrelate across the different types of 
violence, across the spheres of international, national and individual levels and 
through the dimensions of gendered hierarchy, identifying underlying and related 
factors to the inadequate facilitation of security in Dadaab refugee camp. 
 
The daily struggle to get enough food, water, firewood, and access to 
healthcare can through the concept of feminist security be understood as 
expressions of both indirect and structural violence. The inadequate provision 
hinders and disrupt practices and relations of care, resulting in malnutrition and 
poor health. The disrupted relations of care exist on two levels; in families 
between family members unable to provide for each other, and between the 
NGO’s and refugees. In Dadaab the UNHCR serves a role of primary caretaker 
for the refugees, as all food, water, healthcare and other necessities are only 
distributed from them and their partnering agencies, at least formally. In this role 
as primary caretaker UNHCR fail to provide adequate care. The prohibition on 
employing formal jobs and engaging any kind of agriculture further strengthens 
the insecurity as it ties the refugees to depend on the UNHCR and other agencies. 
In this insecurity two underlying factor are present; funding and administration of 
UNHCR, and Kenyan politics. I will return to these factors later.   
The inadequate supply of food, water, and firewood also have a dimension of 
structural violence. As the hierarchy of gender roles prevail, the hardships of 
acquiring necessary supplies for the household primarily burdens the females of 
the family. According to the empirical data the gendered structure of housework 
in the situation of inadequate supplies in Dadaab leads to increased risk of sexual 
and gender-based violence and decrease possibility to attend education.  
As the issue concerning collection of firewood was addressed already in 1996 
and is mentioned in the UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and 
Girls (2008, p. 10), we must assume UNHCR are aware of the problem and have 
intentions to solve it. The absence of a solution may possibly be due to lack of 
resources. 
Concerning the size and composition of food rations, staff from CARE told 
that they were aware of the issue and complaints but that the WFP had little 
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leeway in selecting what food is provided for the refugees. Most major donors 
donate food instead of cash and according to a staff worker U.S. government 
donate large amounts of maize and bulgur to subsidize U.S. farmers without 
breaking international law (Buck & Silver, 2012, pp. 104-105). This issue shows a 
possible connection between domestic politics in rich donor countries and how the 
aid agencies rely on whatever donations they can get, superior to particular needs 
of the refugees. 
 
The story of Aman’s attempt to escape FGM shows a flawed administration 
and practice of handling cases where refugees reach out for help. It is worth to 
note that Aman reaches out to Patricia Buck, which could indicate lack of trust to 
the administration. The experience of being denied help to avoid an FGM 
procedure can be understood as insecurities of both direct and structural violence, 
endangering bodily safety and autonomy. In this specific experience of insecurity 
at least two fundamental factors can be found; scarce resources of the 
organizations and negative impact of cultural traditions into the organization. As 
the head counselor Aman is referred to keep missing appointments and being out 
of reach it is possible she is simply overworked and do not have time for all cases. 
Likewise, when Buck contacts the UNHCR protection officers upon the arrival of 
Aman’s aunt, she is told they are away for the weekend (ibid., p. 178), suggesting 
the UNHCR might not have sufficient resources to keep the necessary protection 
officers in camp at all time. However, the experience also shows a lack of 
engagement and even a resentment to help. In Aman’s encounter with the 
Somalian incentive worker the cultural tradition of female circumcision overrules 
the intention and policy of the organization. The distrust and lack of engagement 
from both the head counsellor and the staff of the Gender and Development sector 
towards Aman is also out of line with the intention and policy of the NGO’s. It is 
not possible to identify all factors in this inadequate administration, but a possible 
lack of resources, influence of cultural tradition and distrust in young women’s 
empowerment seems to be present. 
Muna’s story also tell of inadequate protection of women in cultural conflicts. 
Through the many years Muna suffer different kinds of violence from her family, 
her husband’s family and the Somalian community, it seems no safety or 
protection is facilitated. Muna’s story is not unique and according to Rawlence 
many women live as outcasts in a remote block of camp, turning their backs on 
their families after violence and abuse (2017, pp. 205-208). 
 
These experiences show of a cultural conflict. While a culture of liberal 
values, education and empowerment is campaigned by the UNHCR it seems the 
camp administration is not adequately equipped to handle the consequences it 
may bring when women break with tradition. As the community around them is 
still highly influenced by traditionalism, anti-western orientations and violence, 
breaking with tradition and taking charge of their own life can have violent and 
dangerous consequences for women. According to the empirical data it seems 
many women have the power and agency to act for their own freedom and 
independency, but that the agencies fail to help and protect them. 
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According to the research of Buck and Silver the traditionalist segment shaped 
and reproduced in opposition to the UNHCR and their policy is partly rooted in 
post-colonial and national conflicts. The UNHCR functions as a quasi-state 
authority over the Somalian refugees in Dadaab but is not run by Somalis. 
Meanwhile some of the Western nations working in the UNHCR are the same 
who colonized Somalia prior to its independence in 1960, causing resentment and 
opposition among some Somalian people (Buck & Silver, 2012, p. 93). 
 
From the collected data also emerge a picture of a continuously reproduced 
gender division. While the women have much work of daily tasks of cooking and 
feeding the family, the men have less to do as they cannot work and do not engage 
in the domestic work. Studies on the high consumption of substances like khat and 
alcohol as self-medication and a main pastime among men in the camp (Beckerleg 
& Sheekh, 2005, p. 27) further strengthens this picture. While life in the camp 
disrupt the traditional family structures, the gendered division of work and 
traditional perception of gender roles are maintained.  
 
The crisis following the drought and famine in 2011 show high increase in 
insecurities of both direct, indirect and structural violence. The presented data 
shows increase in direct violence, especially directed towards female refugees. 
The overcrowded hospitals and generally overworked administration, particularly 
concerning the many refugees forced to live outside the formal camp, lead to 
insecurities of indirect violence as the camp administration is not able to provide 
adequate care for the refugees. Furthermore, the violent behavior of Kenyan 
police force directed towards Somalian refugees shows insecurity of structural 
violence, as refugees are harassed and exposed to actions of “counter-terrorism”, 
based on their ethnicity. As Rawlence note (2017, p. 10) and other theories 
support (Buhaug & Theisen, 2012), drought and famine can increase conflict and 
violence. Both the migration and increased activity from Al-Shabaab following 
the drought had a negative impact on the level of security in Dadaab. Despite the 
violent and suspicious treatment of Somalian refugees, in reality the refugees 
themselves were highly fearful of the forced recruitment to Al-Shabaab and 
according to UNHCR the actual risk was rather that the harsh conditions in 
Dadaab would force young men to accept the often well-paid recruitment to 
militias (Buck & Silver, 2012, p. 70).  
According to Rawlence, NGO’s broadcasted warnings of the impending 
famine already from August 2010, but no donor countries responded until UN 
officially declared famine in July 2011 and the disaster was unfolding in world 
media (2017, pp. 68-69, 102). Even then data shows that the much-needed 
funding was inadequate and short term.  The increased insecurities during the 
crisis relates to the delayed and deficient response from the international 
community both in response to the early warning of famine and the lack of long 
term commitment, and to Kenya’s hostile and fearful discourse towards refugees. 
This shows how the combination of environmental factors, hostile discourses on 
refugees and lack of international responsibility can lead to increased insecurity 
for refugees. 
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Many of the collected experiences show insecurities related to inadequate 
resources in the UNHCR. According to reports from Amnesty International the 
international community have consistently underfunded appeals for refugees in 
Kenya (2016c, p. 6). According to Rawlence the UNHCR budget was cut in 2013 
to just $35 million though the needs were around $130 million (2017, p. 229). In 
2016 by October only 38% of UNHCR’s funding appeal for refugees in Kenya 
were covered and at the World Humanitarian Summit in Istanbul it was pointed 
out that while the international community pledged US$ 500 million US dollars to 
Kenya, less than 1% was delivered (Amnesty International, 2016c, p. 6). 
Likewise, as of April 2018, only 19% of the $194,4 million required funding for 
UNHCR operations in Kenya in 2018, have been funded (UNHCR, 2018b). 
Meanwhile the offers to resettle vulnerable refugees from Kenya through 
UNHCR have also remained low (Amnesty International, 2016c, p. 6).  
 
The collected experiences of insecurities also relate to the hostile politics and 
discourse on refugees in Kenya. The Kenyan policies keep the refugees confined 
within the camp with inadequate care provided by the UNHCR and little to no 
chances of resettlement in other countries. Kenya’s resentment against the 
integration of Somalian refugees is rooted in fear of economic, political, ethnic 
and cultural consequences of hosting refugees (Buck & Silver, 2012, p. 67) and is 
further strengthened by the inadequate support from the international community 
and the general hostile discourse on refugees in global politics. According to 
reports from Amnesty International Kenya’s resentment to host Somalian refugees 
is grounded in frustration of the lack of international support and concerns of 
national security (2016c, pp. 14-15). This frustration must be understood in the 
contemporary context where a growing number of states limit refugee entry on the 
grounds of national security and the EU are offering Turkey as much as $6.6 
billion to host refugees and keep them from entering the EU. According to foreign 
policy analysts EU’s discourse and action on refugee issues have given leverage 
to the Kenyan policy on Somalian refugees (ibid., pp. 6, 14). Additionally, studies 
have also shown that U.S. anti-terror policies post-9/11 put pressure on the 
Kenyan government and shaped the future treatment of refugees (Buck & Silver, 
2012, pp. 71-72). 
 
These observations show how international hostile discourses and policies, 
mutually enforcing each other, shape priorities of funding and responsibility 
which link directly to the insecurities experienced by female refugees in Dadaab. 
As the discourse gives leverage to Kenyan politics it relates to the structural 
violence against Somalian refugees and extreme limitation of freedom and 
independency while the lack of funding of UNHCR further leads to insecurities of 
inadequate care and insufficient protection from sexual and gender-based 
violence, combined with contextual insecurities of environmental factors and 
cultural conflicts. 
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7 Conclusion 
Gendered insecurity for female refugees is nothing new. Documented already in 
the 1990’s aid agencies and the international community have been aware of 
increased gender-based violence, sexual violence and daily challenges of 
providing food and care, that women in displacement face. The presented findings 
of insecurities in Dadaab refugee camp is no exception. 
So how can we understand the failure of facilitating security for women in 
refugee camps? By applying the framework of feminist security I have found 
insecurities of direct, indirect and structural violence towards female refugees, 
including sexual and gender-based violence, disrupted and inadequate relations of 
care, inadequate provision of food, water, and healthcare, limited freedom of 
movement, and suppression through cultural traditions and gender roles, relating 
to underlying factors of inadequate resources and funding, inadequate action on 
local-cultural conflicts and hostile discourses and policies on refugees. 
In conclusion the insecurities of female refugees in Dadaab can be understood 
as interrelated factors of different types of violence operating through the spheres 
of international discourse, national politics, organizational administration and 
group and individual levels, enforced by factors of environmental insecurity and 
gender hierarchies. Of underlying and related factors, I find that the hostile 
discourse on refugees negatively impact the facilitation of security for refugees on 
international, national and even personal level, while inadequate funding of aid 
agencies hinders necessary protection and care as NGO’s become primary 
authority and caretaker of refugee lives. This must be understood in the 
contemporary context of a constructed asylum system built on control and 
regulation of immigration on grounds of national security and protection of 
territorial boarders. Hence the politics of national and international security can be 
understood as an underlying factor in the failed facilitation of security in refugee 
camps.  
 
The tendency of increased traditionalism and opposition to the gender politics 
of UNHCR calls for better protection of women breaking with cultural tradition 
and further shows a lack of local ownership and involvement of male refugees in 
gender politics. Though UNHCR seek to implement a democratic and 
community-based structure in the camps, it seems local customs of clan structures 
and the post-colonial and national dilemmas of identity and leadership need 
further attention and implementation.  
Some campaigns and projects concerning involvement of male refugees in 
gender policies (Aasheim, et al., 2008; WCRWC, 2007) and possible solutions to 
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the inadequate distribution of firewood (WRC, 2016b) have been initiated. 
However, the findings presented in this study calls for further and continued focus 
and action on the issues. 
Through my research many details to the subjective experience of women’s 
security in Dadaab refugee camp was not found documented or available in any 
reports or narratives. Many of the insecurities concern both male and female 
refugees without data to specify how the structure of gendered hierarchies further 
impacts the experience of security, calling for further research on this issue. 
 
An evident and continuous underlying factor in the insecurities of refugee 
women is the limbo structure of living between violent and hostile states, and 
humanitarian aid organizations with high intentions but no more agency than the 
money governments fund to them. The basic structure of a refugee camp holds the 
refugees in a position of (literally) nowhere to go, limited agency and few if any 
options to affect their own future. Refugees face some of the most helpless 
conditions in our world today, with no authority to care or speak for them in our 
contemporary world society still dominated by the structure of nation states and 
their security.  
“It is time for leaders to enter into a serious, constructive debate about how our 
societies are going to help people forced to leave their homes by war and 
persecution. They need to explain why the world can bail out banks, develop new 
technologies and fight wars, but cannot find safe homes for 21 million refugees, 
just 0.3% of the world’s population.” Salil Shetty, Secretary General of Amnesty 
International (Amnesty International, 2016b). 
 
With this paper I hope to contribute not only to the discourse of the needs and 
security of refugees, but to the wider debate of international security where time 
has come for human displacement to become a legitimate matter and prioritized 
case not only to humanitarian aid but to the general agenda for international 
security. 
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